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SUSTAINABLE SAFETY EXCELLENCE

W hat are the expectations in safety? 
Zero injuries? OK, but what does 

someone have to do to make that a reality? 
While, of course, we want no one to be hurt, 
who sets any other goal? Are three inju-
ries today OK? This goal of zero injuries 
has created a commonly observed problem 
across all industries that affects the clarity 
of expectations and accountability.

 Success being defined as “the absence 
of injuries” has unintentionally created risk 
in companies. Consider this flawed logic: 
“If safety means ‘not getting hurt,’ then 
anything I do that doesn’t get me hurt must 
be safe.” This reasoning skips the necessary 
step of correlating which performances do 

or do not lead to the result of no injuries. 
While most people are clear on the expec-
tations of the result or goal (zero injuries), 
many aren’t clear on what precise perfor-
mance is expected to make the goal a reality. 
Clear intentions lead well-intentioned peo-
ple to go in a direction toward the objective. 
Does any direction matter? Of course it 
does. Clear expectations are realized when 
they are outlined in three components: roles, 
responsibilities and results. 
 A role is how you are perceived. For 
example, President Reagan was known as 
“The Great Communicator.” Responsibilities 
should target precise performance, behav-
iorally defined. What specifically will you 
do (or not do) to create the impression that 
you are a great communicator? What will 
the results be? For safety, all employees 
would be knowledgeable of the details and 
prevention opportunities of the most recent 
events, be able to recite the specific areas of 
focus for prevention efforts or openly com-
municate concerns and near-misses, and feel 
listened to by their leaders. Responsibilities 
and results are measurable. You can measure 

if the responsibilities are occurring or not, 
and you can measure the outcome in the 
behaviors and beliefs of others. If individuals 
see what they are doing is producing results, 
there can be an increase in the important 
aspects of self-accountability.
 There are reactive and proactive aspects 
to holding others accountable. What happens 
before or after the results? After the results, 
it must be clear what led to the outcomes. 
What did the individual do or not do? Real 
accountability is proactive, focusing on posi-
tive performance and conversations. I define 
accountability as making sure people are 
doing the things necessary to get results 
before seeing how things turn out. If you 
want to effectively shape the performance 
of another person and do a great job with 
accountability, ask and answer these four 
questions: 1. What do you want the person to 
do? This should be behaviorally defined. 2. 
How will you communicate this to them? Get 
it out of your head and into theirs. 3. What 
happens if they do it, and is there progressive 
recognition? 4. What happens if they don’t 
do it, and is there progressive discipline?

 For individuals in your company, what are 
the most important safety roles, responsibil-
ities and results (SRRRs) that will yield the 
outcome of zero injuries? How will you hold 
people accountable for their SRRRs? How 
will you change the negative perception of 
accountability? If you want clear expectations 
and accountability in safety, focus on the 
performance and/or behaviors that will lead to 
the desired results. If success is behaviorally 
defined, you can observe it, measure it and 
coach for it. Coaching is about helping people 
perform better, not punishing them when they 
fail. Besides, I’ve never seen a company pun-
ished into excellence.
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Creating clear expectations and accountability

If you want clear expecta-
tions and accountability 
in safety, focus on the 
performance and/or behav-
iors that lead to results.


